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National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health, the Centers for
Disease Control, and the Occupational Safety and Health Administra-
tion oversee the health and safety of people who work with recombi-
nant molecules or organisms in commercial settings. The Department
of Defense has been sponsoring genetic engineering research, all of it
unclassified, on various medical and materials problems of interest to
the military. The Agency for International Development sponsors
research on how genetic engineering might be applied to solve prob-
lems that occur in less developed nations. The Department of Com-
merce maintains export controls over biological research materials in
an attempt to keep certain items from reaching the Eastern bloc. Other
federal agencies with various degrees of sway over genetic engineering
and biotechnology include the National Science Foundation, the Patent
Office, the Department of Energy, the Department of the Interior, the
National Bureau of Standards, and the Department of State.

An important piece of federal legislation that has already left its
mark on the development of biotechnology is the National Environ-
mental Protection Act (NEPA), which requires federal agencies to
prepare environmental impact statements for major actions that sig-
nificantly affect the environment. In the past this act has led to a
substantial amount of litigation, some of it designed only to harass or
delay a proposed project. According to Karny, it is the responsibility of
the courts to see that NEPA is used for its intended purposes rather
than for purely obstructionist reasons. "I think judges have an obliga-
tion to throw out frivolous lawsuits in no uncertain terms," comments
Karny. "Hopefully, they will be encouraged to do so if they have
confidence in the existing regulatory system, especially if they see that
it operates to accomplish the goals of the National Environmental
Protection Act without all of the formalities."

Finally, there is a large body of state tort law, which allows for
private lawsuits for damages caused by a civil wrong. Because of the
potentially large damage amounts involved, private lawsuits can
provide a strong incentive for safety-conscious conduct by companies.

The Cabinet Council Working Group on Biotechnology

In response to perceived gaps, conflicts, and inefficiencies in the
regulation of biotechnology, the Cabinet Council on Natural Resources
and the Environment formed the Cabinet Council Working Group on
Biotechnology in April 1984 under the leadership of the White House
Office of Science and Technology Policy. The working group's mandate
was to review current regulations and policies affecting biotechnology,